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Introduction
In this paper, I intend to demonstrate how my archaeologically engaged creative ceramic 
practice may be both socially and academically relevant, complementing the wider fields 
of archaeology and heritage studies. In particular, I aim to show that my practice-led 
research shares some of the aims of archaeologies of the recent and contemporary 
past, in that it takes the form of a “creative materialising intervention” (Buchli and Lucas 
2001a, 15–17), focusing on the materialisation of marginal or overlooked aspects of 
person–object interaction. Although not necessarily aspiring to be a “creative archaeol-
ogy” as such, by resulting in an enduring material output, this process in itself may be 
a proactive contribution to the archaeological record, as “all manifestations that bear 
witness, physically, to human activity are, by their nature, concerned with archaeology” 
(Olivier 2001, 187). 
This will be illustrated by reference to a series of ceramic artworks made during, and 
since, my stay in Seto (November–December 2015), a traditional centre of pottery 
manufacturing near Nagoya in central Japan. This work aims to raise awareness of the 
recent past of ceramics production at this site, a significant heritage resource which is 
perhaps too close to living memory to be perceived as worthy of archaeological attention. 
Setomonogatari, the title of this series of work, is a portmanteau formed from two 
Japanese words – setomono, the historical term for pottery made in Seto, and mono-
gatari, meaning story. Pottery has been produced in Seto since at least the thirteenth 
century, and some 500 kiln sites dating to the Muromachi Period (c. 1336–1573) have 
been found in the hills surrounding the city. All over Seto, there are signs of this long and 
continuing engagement with clay and ceramics. Abandoned and crumbling potteries 
exist cheek by jowl with going concerns, and broken ceramic sherds are ubiquitous 
underfoot. While the often heavily weathered and dilapidated buildings and shop signs 
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are a nostalgic reminder of Seto’s heyday, leading ceramic artists continue to make Seto 
their home and the city remains a prominent hub of production. 
The Setomonogatari series was inspired by this contrast between continuity and 
change evident in the city’s material environment. As the archaeologist Bjørnar Olsen 
(2010, 108) argues, it is the “enduring” and “gathering” qualities of material culture 
which mean that the present is experienced as a hybrid palimpsest of the remains of a 
profusion of pasts. This “patchwork” of material juxtapositions is markedly pronounced 
in Seto, providing a rich setting in which to consider synergies between archaeology 
and creative practice. My ceramic artworks attempt to evoke this layering of time and 
material through a process of collage and synthesis. Abandoned plaster moulds have 
been reanimated through reuse, while discarded ceramic objects have been repurposed 
and integrated into the works. Photographic imagery, applied as digital ceramic decals, 
records the site’s changing materiality through time.
The Ruined Pottery
Adjacent to my studio in the relatively new ferro-concrete Seto Ceramics and Glass 
Art Center was an abandoned pottery building which seemed to stand as a “counter 
monument” to progress and modernity (González-Ruibal 2005). Comprising little more 
than an open-sided wooden frame with a corrugated metal roof, it contained most of 
the trappings of a pottery, including a sink, a kiln and a pile of plaster moulds. Sherds 
and discarded ceramic and clay components, in various stages of production, were 
scattered over the floor, which was gradually being reclaimed by weeds and Japanese 
silvergrass. This was an “ambivalent”, “interstitial” state somewhere between inhabited 
building and buried archaeology, an embodiment of how the archaeological record is 
formed (Lucas 2013, 202). Although the site had clearly not been used for some time, 
there was a certain nonchalance to this abandonment, with tools and a washed mug 
left as if they would be returned to soon. 
I often visited this site during my residency, as it provided a space for reflection, 
affording a sense of immediacy and access to the inner workings and material history 
of a Seto pottery through its open sides and objects “released” from function (Olsen 
2013, 216). The alternative view provided by this “anti-tourism” (Edensor 2005, 95) 
was not so readily obtainable by visiting the still-working factories and studios in the 
area, or indeed, the Seto-Gura ceramics museum with its immaculate recreations of 
historical potteries and kilns. The poignant remains of the pottery by my studio invited 
a consideration of the narratives that had led to this abandonment and decline. They 
seemed to provide an unofficial archive from which I might construct something akin to 
a “biographical archaeology” of the site and its former inhabitants (Lucas 2006, 40–41). 
This resonated with previous research I had undertaken on the archive and products of 
the Scott’s Southwick Pottery (1788–1897), a prominent Sunderland business operated 
by several generations of the same family (McHugh 2013, 2016). In these remnants 
of the pottery, it was possible to recreate its hustle and bustle, chart its decline in the 
face of foreign competition, and imagine the idiosyncrasies that go along with human 
occupation, “the inscrutable legends inscribed on notice boards and signs” (Edensor 
2005, 5) through which we can come closer to the people behind the pots.
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Figure 1. The ruined pottery.
Figure 2. A sink with a washed mug, which was in the same position when I revisited the site 
in September 2016.
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As the archaeologist Gavin Lucas (2013, 197) points out, very few ruins are completely 
abandoned. Like William Wordsworth’s ruined cottage, discussed below, which provided 
a place of repose for a tired old man, or the site in Seto altered by my intervention, “ruins 
continue to be shaped and defined by a mixture of agencies.” Recent ruins, particularly, 
may be dynamic “sites where entropy and decay are in full swing” (Lucas 2013, 200). As 
such, they may be more “productive” for the exploration of “processes of memory and 
forgetting” than older “managed and quarantined” (Lucas 2013, 200) heritage sites or 
museums. As “material antonyms to the habitually useful” (Olsen 2010, 169), abandoned 
factories and the like may no longer be loci of embodied and habitual memory practices, 
but, as sites in flux, they may form an alternative kind of memory locus. This tension 
between remembering and forgetting may “trigger critical and involuntary memories – 
memories that illuminate what conventional cultural history has left behind” (Olsen 2013, 
205). The ruined pottery in Seto provided an opportunity for its exploration as a site of 
creative remembering rather than resigned forgetting. 
Material Memories
The whole city of Seto is promoted to tourists as an open-air museum and the products 
and by-products of its ceramics industry are highly visible. There are many examples 
of the deliberate deposition and idiosyncratic reuse of ceramic objects. Kiln furniture 
has been incorporated into decorative revetments around the old centre, while mosaics 
of blue-and-white ware sherds adorn bridges. Old ceramic roofing tiles form paths or 
Figure 3. Wasters used on allotments.
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line culverts and waster vessels demarcate individual vegetable patches on allotments. 
Much, if not all, of this material is made from clay mined at “Seto Canyon”, a vast quarry 
to the north of the city.
These unusual examples of deposition in Seto may offer archaeologists analogical 
insights into the multifarious ways material culture was negotiated in the past. The archae-
ologist Joshua Pollard (2004, 59) argues that an engagement with the “transformative 
qualities of materials” through “transformation, re-contextualization and recombination” 
must have been as important as an appreciation of the durability and permanence of 
things when new forms of material culture were developed in the past. Indeed, “break-
age, decay and attrition” may have come to express “new ontological states”, with, for 
instance, the recycling of broken pots as grog in clay bodies possibly reflecting lineage 
as much as the endurance of the pots themselves (Pollard 2004, 48–51; see also Ingold 
2013, 103). 
The ruined pottery in Seto yielded several intriguing objects. Amongst these were 
a number of discarded slipcast porcelain components, including some elf heads and 
matching pairs of buttocks, which must have belonged to a long-forgotten ceramic 
novelty product. One of these heads was incorporated into Setomonogatari 2 – Rice 
(Figure 6), where it peers through a crack in this wall piece.
In a nearby plot, I found numerous ceramic limbs from unfinished 1930s bisque dolls. 
Plaster press moulds were taken from recovered objects, including the figurine of a child 
made for export and a metal car badge, thereby recording imperfect indexical traces 
of these finds as testimony of my experience (Gibbons 2007, 29–30). Porcelain sprigs 
taken from these moulds decorate my other works. Much like Joanna Ulin’s excavation 
of her great-grandmother’s home, this process of recovery and remediation provided 
“answers to questions [I had] not asked” (Ulin 2009, 150), while also leaving much 
unresolved. Using these remains to make new ceramic artworks through a form of 
bricolage was my attempt to pay homage to these tacit and often undervalued stories 
of person–object interaction and labour. 
The presence of gradually deteriorating plaster slipcasting moulds at this site raised 
the possibility of their reactivation. By reusing one of these moulds of an incense burner, 
I tried to gain an insight into the embodied practices of its former inhabitants. I found 
unfired fragments of the same product at the site, showing that the moulds had previ-
ously been used in situ. One of the resulting objects forms the votive centrepiece of the 
shrine-like Setomonogatari 4 – Fortune (Figure 7).
The potential of such moulds to act as carriers of memory comes from their ability as 
things to “be constitutive of new actions and memories” when revisited (Olsen 2013, 
210). Through their “very design, physiognomy, and operational affordances things 
assign or ‘instruct’ bodily behaviour; they require certain formalized skills to actualize 
their competencies” (Olsen 2013, 210). While these moulds as things would once have 
been “embedded in repetitious practice and infused with habit memory” (Olsen 2013, 
210), they had lain dormant for some time. This latent potentiality is eloquently illustrated 
by a similar example from the former Spode ceramics factory in Stoke-on-Trent. Com-
menting on the profusion of 100-year-old plaster moulds left abandoned, Ezra Shales 
(2013, 20–21) observes that, if they were only brought back to life by skilled labour, 
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they would have more viability as carriers of memory than the “antediluvian computers 
stacked like logs of wood into closets” at the same site. While the obsolete comput-
ers would perhaps need to be “reverse engineered” (Moshenska 2016, 19) to provide 
meaningful information, the moulds bear material witness to tacit practices and enable 
a reiteration of production. 
Imagery as Memory, Memory as Imagery
The patina of wear and tear on the buildings of Seto, particularly their rusting corru-
gated metal walls, held an appealing aesthetic quality which I documented through the 
Instagram photo-sharing application. Like Caitlin DeSilvey’s (2013, 646–648) “salvage 
photography” of a cobbler’s workshop, this process was partly motivated by a desire to 
record and bear witness to this transitory site before it was consumed by a combination 
of natural processes of decay and the exigencies of commerce. Some of this photo-
graphic imagery was used to make decals which were fired onto the ceramic objects 
in the Setomonogatari series as surface decoration. In this way, information recorded 
Figure 4. A box of plaster moulds found at the ruined pottery.
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and stored as digital memory was converted into an analogue format, making it literally 
“graspable” (Connerton 2009, 124). Although there may be a danger that photography 
might appropriate or alter the aura of a place, it is also possible that it may play a role 
in its “continued evolution”, leading to alternative modes of experience (DeSilvey 2013, 
651–653). A photograph may be seen not merely as a representation of the past but 
as a “material emanation of a past reality” (Kidron 2012, 13), capable of carrying the 
past into the future. The importance of the materiality of photographs and their frames 
in mediating memory practices is increasingly recognised. Their tactility “heightens the 
affective” potential, as “holding and stroking a photograph is more powerful a gesture than 
just looking” (Edwards 2010, 23). Although photographs are increasingly experienced 
digitally, Elizabeth Edwards (2009, 340) predicts that the materiality of photographs as 
“objects of memory” will not cease to be important. As she notes: “Objects are links 
between past and present, and photographs have a double link as image and as material, 
two ontological layers in one object” (Edwards 2009, 340). While my digital Instagram 
Figure 5. Setomonogatari 1 (2015): porcelain, ceramic decals, pink lustre, approx. 28 × 23 × 
18 cm. Photo: Seto City Cultural Promotion Foundation, 2016.
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Figure 6. Setomonogatari 2 – Rice (2015), with the elf’s head peering out through a crack. 
Red clay, ceramic decals, stains, mixed media, approx. 6.5 × 32.5 × 32.5 cm. Photo: Seto City 
Cultural Promotion Foundation, 2016.
Figure 7. Setomonogatari 4 – Fortune (2015). The incense burner cast from the found mould 
and the child figurine made from a sprig mould are visible. Red clay, ceramic decals, stains, 
mixed media, approx. 20 × 34 × 70 cm. Photo: Seto City Cultural Promotion Foundation, 2016.
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images, accompanied by brief textual explanations, are perhaps reminiscent of a visual 
haiku (Were 2013, 217), enabling me to distil transitory experiences and share them 
online, their translation into ceramic can be seen as a reaffirmation of the materiality of 
photography, where surface image and material become articulated in a “semi-durable” 
form (Pennell 2010, 40).
The Ruined Cottage
My experience in Seto has informed more recent work which responds to themes of 
memory and loss in the poetry of Matsuo Basho (1644–1694) and William Wordsworth 
(1770–1850). While Wordsworth regarded nature as “divine and everlasting”, he was 
concerned that culture was “under constant threat of decay and irretrievable loss” (Ass-
man 2011, 94). A scene in The Ruined Cottage (1799, verses 68–73), where the walker 
Figure 8. Setomonogatari 5 – Iga to Nagasaki (2016), with sprig moulded decoration from 
mould taken from the child figurine. Porcelain, glaze, pink lustre, ceramic decals, glass, mixed 
media, approx. 45 × 24 × 22 cm. Photo: Jo Howell, 2016.
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meets an old man resting amongst the ruins of what was once a family home, aptly 
demonstrates this preoccupation. This itinerant tinker imparts the following observation: 
…we die, my Friend,
Nor we alone, but that which each man loved
And prized in his peculiar nook of earth
Dies with him, or is changed, and very soon
Even of the good is no memorial left.
(Wordsworth 2004 [1799], 5)
The cottage and the quotidian narratives it once contained have been left to decay. 
A cobweb hanging down to the water’s edge at the nearby spring shows that what 
once quenched thirst and “ministered to human comfort” on a daily basis is no longer 
touched, and “the useless fragment of a wooden bowl” found on its foot-stone is an 
index of this lost domesticity (verses 82–92). 
A similar sensibility is evoked in Matsuo Basho’s The Narrow Road to the Deep North 
when he encounters the overgrown and crumbling remains of Lord Yasuhira’s estate 
at Hiraizumi in 1689, although this ruin seems more sterilised by the passage of time 
than the “fresh carcass” (Lucas 2013, 194) of Wordsworth’s cottage. The endeavours of 
three generations of the Fujiwara clan have “passed into oblivion” (Basho 1966 [1689], 
118) to be reclaimed by nature. Moved to tears, Basho composes the following haiku:
A thicket of summer grass
Is all that remains
Of the dreams and ambitions
Of ancient warriors.
(Basho 1966 [1689], 118)
My most recent additions to the Setomonogatari series attempt to manifest this sense 
of enduring loss by synthesising imagery from my time in Seto. Glass grass grows through 
broken pot sherds and recovered ceramic components piled inside these distressed 
porcelain vessels, suggesting the endurance of nature over culture. As scarred and 
“broken” objects (Hastrup 2010, 100), they occupy an ambiguous position between 
absence and presence, “conveying both destruction and recovery” through their “petri-
fied unrest” (Olsen 2013, 215). 
Conclusion
While archaeology is increasingly recognised as an inherently creative endeavour in which 
the past is constructed in the present, what makes it academically relevant is perhaps 
more highly prescribed than the criteria attempting to defining what constitutes art. 
Although it is archaeology’s “critical empiricism” (Buchli and Lucas 2001b, 172) which 
makes it uniquely equipped to counter the forgetfulness of modernity, creative approaches 
have the potential to visualise and dramatise, as well as generate their own material 
assemblages, which may go on to become the subject of archaeology in their own right.
The archaeologist Cornelius Holtorf argues that the difference between archaeology’s 
and contemporary art’s treatment of archaeological themes is that artists tend to “focus 
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on collecting ‘evidence’ whereas archaeologists attempt to interpret it” (Holtorf 2005, 
65–72, cited in Piccini and Holtorf 2009, 24). Aleida Assman (2011, 345) makes a similar 
point in her critique of the collecting tendency of “memory art”, which she suggests is 
symptomatic of forgetfulness rather than active remembering. Such work “does not come 
before but after forgetfulness and it is neither a technique nor a preventative measure but 
at best a therapy, a careful collecting of scattered remnants, an inventory of losses. […] 
[T]hese memory artists confine themselves to weighing, measuring, and recording loss.”
My work in Seto occupies an ambivalent space between remembering and forgetting. 
By creating a new body of material culture which might be experienced as the past in 
the present, it endeavours “to summon back from lonesome banishment” (Wordsworth, 
The Prelude [1805], I, line 175, cited by Assman 2011, 89) some neglected aspects 
of human experience. I hope that these works speak as much of transformation and 
metamorphosis as they do of nostalgia and loss. Although there is a risk of producing 
static sites of forgetting, thereby replicating the problematic of modernity, that this art-
work has been brought into being gives it a chance of becoming an “active participant 
of the world’s becoming” (Barad 2003, 803, cited in Ingold 2013, 97). 
Acknowledgements
The research described here would not have been possible without support from 
Seto City Cultural Promotion Foundation, Arts Council England and the Great Britain 
Sasakawa Foundation.
References
Assman, A. 2011. Cultural Memory and Western 
Civilization: Functions, Media, Archives, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.
org/10.1017/CBO9780511996306
Barad, K. 2003. “Posthumanist Performativ-
ity: Towards an Understanding of How Matter 
Comes to Matter.” Signs: Journal of Women in 
Culture and Society 28 (3): 801–831. https://doi.
org/10.1086/345321
Basho. M. 1966 [1689]. Basho: The Narrow Road to 
the Deep North and other Travel Sketches. Trans-
lated by N. Yuasa. London: Penguin Books.
Buchli, V. and G. Lucas. 2001a. “The Absent Pre-
sent.” In Archaeologies of the Contemporary Past, 
edited by V. Buchli and G. Lucas, 3–18. London 
and New York: Routledge.
____. 2001b. “Presencing Absence.” In Archaeolo-
gies of the Contemporary Past, edited by V. Buchli 
and G. Lucas, 171–174. London and New York: 
Routledge.
Connerton, P. 2009. How Modernity Forgets. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.
org/10.1017/CBO9780511627187
DeSilvey, C. 2013. “Photo Essay: On Salvage 
Photography.” In The Oxford Handbook 
of The Archaeology of the Contemporary 
World, edited by P. Graves-Brown, R. Har-
rison and A. Piccini, 642–653. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780199602001.013.031
Edensor, T. 2005. Industrial Ruins: Space, Aesthetics 
and Materiality. Oxford: Berg.
Edwards, E. 2009. “Photographs as Objects of 
Memory.” In The Object Reader, edited by F. 
Candlin and R. Guins, 331–342. London and New 
York: Routledge.
____. 2010. “Photographs and History.” In Museum 
Materialities: Objects, Engagements, Interpreta-
tions, edited by S. Dudley, 21–38. London and 
New York: Routledge.
Gibbons, J. 2007. Contemporary Art and Memory: 
Images of Recollection and Remembrance. Lon-
don: I.B.Tauris.
González-Ruibal, A. 2005. “The Need for a 
Decaying Past: An Archaeology of Oblivion 
in Contemporary Galicia (NW Spain).” 
Home Cultures 2 (2): 129–152. https://doi.
org/10.2752/174063105778053355
Hastrup, F. 2010. “Materializations of Disaster: 
Recovering Lost Plots in a Tsunami-Affected 
Village in South India.” In An Anthropology of 
Absence: Materializations of Transcendence 
©
 2
01
8 
E
Q
U
IN
O
X
 P
U
B
LI
S
H
IN
G
 L
TD
Journal of Contemporary Archaeology 4.2 (2017) 121–256
ISSN (print) 2051-3429 (online) 2051-3437 https://doi.org/10.1558/jca.33150
194 Forum
and Loss, edited by M. Bille, F. Hastrup and T. F. 
Soerensen, 99–114. Berlin: Springer. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-1-4419-5529-6_6
Holtorf, C. 2005. From Stonehenge to Las Vegas: 
Archaeology as Popular Culture, Lanham, MD: 
Altamira.
Ingold, T. 2013. Making: Anthropology, Archaeol-
ogy, Art and Artchitecture, London and New York: 
Routledge.
Kidron, C. A. 2012. “Breaching the Wall of Trau-
matic Silence: Holocaust Survivor and Descend-
ant Person-Object Relations and the Material 
Transmission of the Genocidal Past.” Journal 
of Material Culture 17 (1): 3–21. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1359183511432989
Lucas, G. 2006. “Historical Archaeology and 
Time.” In The Cambridge Companion to His-
torical Archaeology, edited by D. Hicks and M. 
C. Beaudry, 34–47. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/
CCO9781139167321.003
____. 2013. “Ruins.” In The Oxford Handbook of The 
Archaeology of the Contemporary World, edited 
by P. Graves-Brown, R. Harrison and A. Piccini, 
192–203. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
McHugh, C. 2013. “Towards a Sunderland Pottery 
for the Twenty-First Century: Materializing Multiple 
Dialogues in Museum Display Through Creative 
Ceramics.” Journal of Museum Ethnography 26: 
71-88.
____. 2016. “The Crinson Jug from Clay to the Grave 
(and Beyond): Exploring the Ceramic Object as 
a Gathering Point.” In Contemporary Clay and 
Museum Culture, edited by C. Brown, J. Stair 
and C. Twomey, 121–131. London and New York: 
Routledge.
Moshenska, G. 2016. “Reverse Engineering and 
the Archaeology of the Modern World.” Forum 
Kritische Archäologie 5: 16–28. https://doi.
org/10.6105/journal.fka.2016.5.2
Olivier, L. 2001. “The Archaeology of the Contempo-
rary Past.” In Archaeologies of the Contemporary 
Past, edited by V. Buchli and G. Lucas, 175–188. 
London and New York: Routledge.
Olsen, B. 2010. In Defense of Things: Archaeol-
ogy and the Ontology of Objects, Lanham, MD: 
Altamira Press. 
____. 2013. “Memory.” In The Oxford Handbook 
of The Archaeology of the Contemporary 
World, edited by P. Graves-Brown, R. Har-
rison and A. Piccini, 204–218. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780199602001.013.026
Pennell, S. 2010. “‘For a Crack or Flaw Despis’d’: 
Thinking about Ceramic Durability and the ‘Every-
day’ in Late Seventeenth- and Early Eighteenth-
Century England.” In Everyday Objects, edited by 
T. Hamling and C. Richardson, 27–40. Farnham, 
UK: Ashgate.
Piccini, A. and C. Holtorf. 2009, “Introduction: Frag-
ments from a Conversation about Contemporary 
Archaeologies.” In Contemporary Archaeologies: 
Excavating Now, edited by C. Holtorf and A. Pic-
cini, 9–29. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.
Pollard, J. 2004. “The Art of Decay and the Trans-
formation of Substance.” In Substance, Memory, 
Display: Archaeology and Art, edited by C. Ren-
frew, C. Gosden and E. DeMarrais, 47–62. Cam-
bridge: McDonald Institute Monographs.
Shales, E. 2013. “Tools Fit for the External Hard 
Drive.” In Topographies of the Obsolete: Critical 
Texts, edited by A. M. Mydland and Brownsword, 
20–25. No location: Topographies of the Obsolete 
Publications.
Ulin, J. 2009, “Into the Space of the Past: A Family 
Archaeology.” In Contemporary Archaeologies: 
Excavating Now, edited by C. Holtorf and A. Pic-
cini, 145–159. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.
Were, G. 2013. “Imaging Digital Lives.” Journal of 
Material Culture, 18 (3): 213–222. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1359183513489927
Wordsworth, W. 2004 [1799]. “The Ruined Cottage.” 
In W. Wordsworth, Selected Poems, edited by S. 
Gill, 3–17. London: Penguin.
Chris McHugh is Lecturer in Ceramics at Ulster University. Address for correspondence:  Belfast School 
of Art, Ulster University, York Street, Belfast, County Antrim, BT15 1ED, UK.
